Emergency natural 
gas purchases 


A recent General Accounting 
Office (GAO) report to Congress 
concludes that due to inadequate ad- 
ministration of emergency purchase 
provisions of the Natural Gas Act 
(NGA) by the Federal Energy Reg- 
ultory Commission (FERC), and the 
Emergency Natural Gas Act of 1977 
(ENGA), interstate pipeline com- 
panies are purchasing large quan- 
tities of natural gas for sale to high- 
volume industrial customers at the 
expense of consumers and commer- 
cial users. [See CONSUMER NEWS 
Feb. 15, 1977.] 

The purpose of both NGA’s 
emergency purchase provisions and 
ENGA was to open up another 
source of natural gas by allowing in- 
terstate pipeline companies to pur- 
chase natural gas from intrastate 
companies for sale to “high priority 
users”—commercial and residential 
customers. These purchases are to 
complement national conservation 
policies which were designed to pro- 
mote conservation of scarce natural 
gas and encourage ‘‘low priority 
users’’—high volume industrial 
users—to shift to coal and other 
energy sources. 

According to GAO, FERC’s lax 
administration of the emergency 
purchase provisions and ENGA have 
enabled interstate companies to pur- 
chase natural gas from intrastate 
companies for low-priority industrial 
customers, who are supposed to be 
switching to alternate fuels. Not only 
is this counter to national conserva- 
tion policies, GAO said, but it is un- 
fair because interstate companies are 
permitted to pass on the additional 
costs of high-priced emergency pur- 
chases to all their customers. Thus, 
the higher priced emergency natural 
gas is paid for, in part, by high- 
priority customers (commercial and 
residential users) who get no benefit 
from the emergency purchases. 

GAO recommends amended 
legislation and regulations establish- 
ing a firm policy that permits emer- 
gency purchases for use only by 
high-priority users “with certain lim- 
ited exceptions.” GAO also said that 
Congress should give the President 
permament authority to declare a 
natural gas emergency in the event 
of an impending natural gas shortage 
for high-priority users. 


Decorated glasses 

Three agencies (Consumer 
Product Safety Commission, En- 
vironmental Protection Agency and 
Food and Drug Administration) will 
hold a public hearing in Washington, 
DC on the safety of drinking glasses 
with outside decorations that contain 
toxic metals lead and cadmium. The 
hearing will be held March 7 at 9:30 
a.m. in Room 1409, 200 C St., SW. 
Consumers and industry representa- 
tives will speak at the meeting, after 
which a special government task force 
will recommend actions the 3 agencies 
should take. 
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Warning! Aluminum wiring 


Nearly 1.5 million homes were wired with aluminum (instead of copper) 
between 1965 and 1973, using methods that present an “imminent hazard” of 
fire, according to the Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC). The 
Office of Consumer Affairs (OCA) has found a way for concerned home 
owners to obtain information to help them determine whether their wiring is 
of this type. 


CPSC received 500 reports between 1967 and 1975 on incidents relating 
to aluminum wiring and found that several of these incidents resulted in fires 
that caused destruction of property, serious injury and at least 3 deaths [See 
CONSUMER NEWS Oct. 15, 1975]. 


Because of these reports, CPSC sought a court order against 26 manufac- 
turers of aluminum wire or electrical connecting devices. Among other 
things, the order would have required the manufacturers to publish a book- 
let (which CPSC had already drafted) on the potential dangers of aluminum 
wiring and how to recognize and remedy them. However, a Federal District 
Court said CPSC had no jurisdiction over aluminum wiring—and also said 
CPSC could not distribute the booklet. CPSC is appealing the decision. 


In the meantime OCA has obtained a copy of CPSC’s draft booklet under 
the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA). Anyone can use the FOIA to get a 
copy of the booklet. Write to the Freedom of Information Officer, Consumer 
Product Safety Commission, Washington, DC 20207 and include this para- 
graph with your name and address: 

Pursuant to the Freedom of Information Act 5 U.S.C. 552, I hereby 

request a copy of the draft booklet describing how to detect faulty 

aluminum wiring in homes, found in Exhibit 1 in the case of CPSC v 

Anaconda. 


Vanpooling 


Vanpooling has become more widespread because of the availability of 
Federal funds, Transportation Dept. has announced. According to Trans- 
portation, 12 states took advantage of new provisions of the Federal-aid 
highway program to encourage vanpooling. 


Vanpooling, an arrangement where up to 15 people not only share the 
commuting costs in a passenger van, but also save precious fuel, has been 
expanding in recent years. Under the vanpooling program, states receive 
Federal funds for 90% of vanpool start-up expenses, vehicle acquisition costs 
and guarantees against financial losses. The Federal guidelines for the pro- 
gram are broad, enabling states to develop vanpool projects with employers 
or even individuals that best suit their needs. The only Federal restrictions 
are that the users pay a fee which will cover the van’s depreciation and 
operating expenses, and assurance that a vanpool will not adversely affect 
mass transit. 


Transportation says the energy efficiency of vanpooling is high and that 
each vanpool can save some 5,000 gallons of gasoline per year. 





Mercury vapor and metal halide lamps 


Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has warned that high intensity mercury vapor and metal halide 
lamps can be dangerous if they continue to operate when the outer globe of the bulb is broken, punctured or 
missing. In a recently published “notice of alert,” FDA said that “a broken outer globe allows the lamp to emit 
intense ultraviolet radiation.” FDA also said that persons exposed to excessive amounts of this radiation can 
suffer “severe burns, painful and even permanent eye damage, and intense or repeated exposure may lead to skin 
cancer.” 

The bulbs in question are generally used in stores, sports arenas, warehouses, school gymnasiums and 
similar facilities. 

FDA is currently developing performance standards for such lamps to require that bulbs include a device 
which would extinguish the bulb shortly after the outer globe of the bulb is broken, or a label clearly indicating 
that the bulb is to be used only in areas where people would not be exposed to the bulb’s rays if the outer globe is 
broken (such as use in a fixture that provides filtration against hazardous ultraviolet radiation). 

At least 2 bulb makers presently use the extinguishing mechanisms in their bulbs, and FDA urges users of 
these bulbs to choose the self-extinguishing bulbs. Or, FDA says, use totally enclosed lighting fixtures with 
shields to protect the lamp from breakage and to absorb ultraviolet radiation. 


Injuries associated with the use of the lamps should be reported to local health departments and FDA. 


The intact mercury vapor lamp has a coated glass envelope (shown on bottom). If this breaks (shown on 
top), the bulb can continue to operate, giving off dangerous ultraviolet radiation. Individuals who notice 


broken outer globes should report breakage. Maintenance personnel should replace the bulbs taking the 
recommended precautions. 
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Don’t overtax yourself: Giving credit where credit is due 


This is the second article in a 2-part series reprinting a booklet prepared by the Senate Special Committee 
on Aging containing useful Federal income tax information. If you have already prepared your 1977 returns 
and you think you may be eligible for additional deductions, credits or exemptions for 1977 (or for previous 
years), you may file an amended return (Form 1040X) for the year in question. Amended returns must be filed 
within 3 years after the original return was due or filed, or within 2 years from the time the tax was paid, 


whichever is later. 


Following is information on filing status, exemptions, “zero bracket amount,” new tax tables and tax 


credits. 
WHO MUST FILE 


You must file a 
tax return if gross 
income is at least: 


Filing status: 


Single (under age 65) 
Single (age 65 or older) 3,700 
Qualifying widow(er) under 65 with dependent child 3,950 
Qualifying widow(er) 65 or older with dependent child ... 4,700 
Married couple (both spouses under 65) 

filing jointly 4,700 
Married couple (1 spouse 65 or older) filing 

jointly 5,450 
Married couple (both spouses 65 or older) filing 

jointly 6,200 
Married filing separately 750 


ADDITIONAL PERSONAL EXEMPTION FOR AGE 


Besides the regular $750 exemption allowed a taxpayer, a 
husband and wife who are 65 or older on the last day of the taxable 
year are each entitled to an additional exemption of $750 because 
of age. You are considered 65 on the day before your 65th birth- 
day. Thus, if your 65th birthday is on Jan. 1, 1978, you will be 
entitled to the additional $750 personal exemption because of age 
for your 1977 Federal income tax return. 


“ZERO BRACKET AMOUNT” (FORMERLY STANDARD DE- 
DUCTION) 


The former standard deduction has been replaced by a flat 
amount the law calls “zero bracket amount.” This amount depends 
on your filing status. It is no longer a separate deduction as such; 
instead, the equivalent amount is built into the new simplified tax 
tables and tax rate schedules. Since this amount is “built in,” tax- 
payers who itemize deductions will need to make an adjustment. 
However, itemizers will not experience any change in their tax 
liability and the computation will be simplified for many itemizers. 


NEW TAX TABLES 


New simplified tax tables have been developed to make it 
easier for you to find your tax if your income is under certain 
levels. Now, even if you itemize deductions, you may be able to 
use the tax tables to find your tax more easily. In addition, you no 
longer need to deduct $750 for each exemption or figure your gen- 
eral tax credit, because these amounts are also built into the tax 
table for you. 


GENERAL TAX CREDIT 

The general tax credit has been revised to take into considera- 
tion the exemptions for age and blindness. Married taxpayers 
filing separate returns will now be limited to a credit based on $35 
per exemption. 
SALE OF PERSONAL RESIDENCE BY ELDERLY 
TAXPAYERS 

A taxpayer may elect to exclude from gross income part or, 
under certain circumstances, all of the gain from the sale of his 
personal residence, provided: 


$2,950 


e He was 65 or older before the date of the sale. 


e He owned and occupied the property as his personal resi- 
dence for a period totaling at least 5 years within the 8-year period 
ending on the date of the sale. 


Taxpayers meeting these 2 requirements may elect to exclude 


the entire gain from gross income if the adjusted sales price of 


ea 


their residence is $35,000 or less. (This election can only be made 


March 1, 1978 


once during the taxpayer’s lifetime.) If the adjusted sales price 
exceeds $35,000, a choice may be made to exclude part of the gain 
based on a ratio of $35,000 over the adjusted sales price of the 
residence. Form 2119 (Sale or Exchange of Personal Residence) is 
helpful in determining what gain, if any, may be excluded by an 
elderly taxpayer when he sells his home. 


Additionally, a taxpayer may elect to defer reporting the gain 
on the sale of his personal residence if within 18 months before or 
18 months after the sale he buys and occupies another residence, 
the cost of which equals or exceeds the adjusted sales price of the 
old residence. Additional time is allowed if (1) you construct the 
new residence or (2) you were on active duty in the US Armed 
Forces. Publication 523 (Tax Information on Selling Your Home) 
may also be helpful. 


ALIMONY 


Payments for alimony are now adjustments to income. You no 
longer have to itemize deductions to claim a deduction for alimony 
you paid. 


CREDIT FOR THE ELDERLY 


An expanded and simplified credit for the elderly has replaced 
the former more complex retirement income credit. 


A taxpayer may be able to claim this credit and reduce taxes 
by as much as $375 (if single), or $562.50 (if married filing jointly), 
if the taxpayer is: 

e Age 65 or older. 

© Under age 65 and retired under a public retirement system. 


To be eligible for this credit, taxpayers no longer must meet 
the income requirement of having received over $600 of earned in- 
come during each of any 10 years before this year. 


For more information, see instructions for Schedules R and 


RP. 
CREDIT FOR CHILD AND DEPENDENT CARE 


Certain payments made for child and dependent care may be 
claimed as a tax credit. 


If a taxpayer maintained a household that included a child 
under age 15 or a dependent or spouse incapable of self-care, a 
taxpayer may be allowed a 20% credit for employment-related ex- 
penses. These expenses must have been paid during the taxable 
year in order to enable the taxpayer to work either full or part 
time. 


For detailed information, see the instructions on Form 2441. 
EARNED INCOME CREDIT 


A taxpayer who maintains a household for a child who is under 
age 19, or is a student, or is a disabled dependent may be entitled 
to a special income credit. It may come as a refund check or be 
applied against any taxes owed. Generally, if a taxpayer reported 
earned income and had adjusted gross income (line 31, Form 1040) 
of less than $8,000, the taxpayer may be able to claim the credit. 


Earned income means wages, salaries, tips, other employee 
compensation, and net earnings from self-employment, generally 
amount shown on Schedule SE (Form 1040, line 13). A married 
couple must file a joint return to be eligible for the credit. Certain 
married persons living apart with a dependent child may also be 
eligible to claim the credit. 


For more information, see instructions for Form 1040 or 
1040A. 
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S-p-r-e-a-d-i-n-g 
the word 


“Alternative Mortgage Instru- 
ments: Consumer Bane or Boon” is 
the theme of a national conference 
sponsored by Cornell University’s 
Department of Consumer Economics 
and Housing May 8-10 in Ithaca, NY. 
The conference, funded by the Office 
of Consumers’ Education, will in- 
clude discussions on the current hous- 
ing situation and alternative 
mortgages (such as variable rate)— 
and how the alternatives affect con- 
sumers. Lenders, government offi- 
cials, economists, consumer educators 
and business professionals are invited 
to attend. There is no registration fee 
for this conference, but participants 
are expected to pay for their travel, 
meals and lodging. To register or to 
find out more about the conference, 
write or call Becky Bilderback, Con- 
sumer Economics and Housing, 
Martha Van Rensselaer Hall, Cornell 
University, Ithaca, NY 14853; tele- 
phone 607-256-3171. 


FDA reports on... 


Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA) is receiving inquiries about 
the safety of these 2 candy products 
manufactured by General Foods 
Corp. and test-marketed in selected 
US cities. “Pop Rocks” and “Space 
Dust” are processed with carbon 
dioxide to provide a crackling sensa- 
tion in the mouth, and although FDA 
has received 10 complaints of illness 
or injury associated with the prod- 
ucts, it has not been able to confirm 
that the candy caused illness or in- 
jury. Informal tests showed the 
products to be “safe and acceptable.” 
In addition, General Foods noted 
that the amount of carbon dioxide 
used in a package of the candy is 
about 1/20th the amount in a 12- 
ounce can of carbonated soda. 


Health publications 


The following recent publications contain information on health topics of 
special interest to consumers: 

Educating the Public about Health—A Planning Guide. Developed 
under contract with Health, Education and Welfare Dept. (HEW), the 
monograph features major steps in the health education planning process, 
which highlights principal areas of the monograph and can be used either as a 
program development checklist or as a self-evaluation tool. For further in- 
formation write Anne Rolfe, Bureau of Health Planning and Resources De- 
velopment, HEW, Center Building, Room 5-22, 3700 East-West Highway, 
Hyattsville, MD 20782. 

Desk reference on smoking and health—As part of the most recent re- 
port to Congress on the health consequences of smoking, the National Clear- 
inghouse for Smoking and Health, HEW, prepared a desk reference vol- 
ume containing chapters on a variety of topics including chronic obstructive 
bronchopulmonary disease, cancer, pregnancy, and smoking. Single copies 
are available from Bureau of Health Education, Center for Disease Control, 
HEW, Atlanta, GA 30333. 

A Handbook for Consumer Participation in Health Planning— 
Designed primarily for consumer members of health systems agencies gov- 
erning boards and other interested consumers, this handbook is published by 
the Blue Cross Association. It provides information about the health plan- 
ning law (Public Law 93-641) and its provisions for consumer involvement. It 
also includes background information on the health care system in the US, 
advice and perspectives of being a consumer member of an HSA board, and 
11 case histories illustrating the kinds of issues that HSA boards face. Single 
copies of the handbook are available at $2 each from Consumer Affairs Office, 
Blue Cross Association, 1700 Pennsylvania Ave., NW, Washington, DC 
20006. 

Guidebook on patients’ rights training—Board of Trustees of the Group 
Health Cooperative (GHC) of Puget Sound (Seattle, WA) voted to accept a 
3ill of Rights for patients receiving services at the cooperative. Following 
the bill’s adoption, a guidebook on GHC’s consumer bill of rights was pro- 
duced for employees. Areas covered in the guidebook include personal dig- 
nity, privacy, physician selection, informed participation, consultation, re- 
ferred care, research, payment, and policies. Single copies of the guidebook 
are available from Benjamin Leifer, Group Health Cooperative of Puget 
Sound, 200 15th Ave. E., Seattle, WA 98112. 
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